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Abstract 
Some groups may be oppressed by others in organizations and at this point, leaders are the most important actors able to balance the 
power inequalities within the organization. In this study, the exploitation of ambiguities in job descriptions of an administrative 
department in a public university is examined. Face-to-face and semi-structured interviews were conducted with 35 individuals and 
the related documents were examined to shed light on the phenomenon. According to technicians, those in higher positions use 
ambiguity in job descriptions to abdicate responsibility and increase their dominance. According to researchers, organizational 
leaders in particular should take responsibility to ease relationships of dominance in such cases.  
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1. Introduction 
For various reasons, some individuals or groups in organizations may tyrannize others. As emphasized in literature, 
human resource practices (e.g. performance evaluation) may sometimes be a vehicle for this oppression. Many 
instruments can be used to alleviate this tyranny. According to the researchers of this study, one of these instruments 
may be organizational leadership. At this point, it might be expected that since researchers adopt a critical stance to the 
concept of job description, they maintain their position when the phenomenon of leadership is examined. In this 
context, it is fair to say that the researchers benefit from critical, interpretative and functionalist approaches at the 
same time. Some studies have taken a critical approach to “Human Resources Management (HRM)”, although to the 
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best of our knowledge, there is no study which directly and critically focuses on a link between job descriptions and 
leadership. 
 
Therefore, brief literature reviews on job description, leadership and critical approaches to HRM will be given in 
the second part of the study.  In the third part of the study, the methodology of this study will be explained, including 
sub-sections of research goals, context of the study, data and sampling, and the reliability and validity tests which 
were applied to increase the scientific rigor of the study and research findings. With the conclusions of the study, will 
also be included aspects of originality and limitations.    
 
2. Literature Review  
2.1. Job Description  
“Job Analysis (JA) is the process of determining what will be done in a job” (Woods, 1995: 56) or “is the process 
of systemically collecting information about work tasks” (Stewart and Brown, 2008: 14). It is accepted as the most 
important function of HRM by some scholars in the field (e.g. Can et al., 2001; Rakich, 1972) because many other 
functions of HRM such as human resource planning, recruitment and selection, training and development, 
performance appraisal, job evaluation, compensation and communication frequently obtain benefit from data derived 
by JA. According to literature, JA can be conducted by any members of the HR department, job incumbents, 
professionally trained analysts, any manager or management consultants (Gómez-Mejía et al., 2004; Stewart and 
Brown, 2008).  
 
The two main outputs of a JA process are “Job Specifications (JS)” and “Job Descriptions (JD)”. JS endeavors to 
identify abilities, skills and knowledge that employees need in order to perform tasks (Stewart and Brown, 
2008),while the main aim of JD is to summarize the duties, responsibilities, working conditions and activities of a 
specific job (Woods, 1995) in  writing (Wallace, 1946). Generally, a JD comprises of four main pillars such as 
identification of the job, summary of the job, job duties and job specifications (Bratton and Gold, 2007; Sabuncuoğlu, 
2000; Woods, 1995).  
 
However, a JD cannot always meet its expected objective due to ambiguity. It is widely accepted that job 
descriptions cannot possibly contain all the detailed tasks carried out each day but use abstractions to encompass all 
possible tasks. This use of generalization may cause the problem of defining what specific workers can and cannot be 
asked to do (Ducey, 2002). For example, some JDs may not include authority limits and a list of responsibilities 
(Berenson and Ruhnke, 1966) or may present unlimited authority and a very extensive list of responsibilities. An ill-
defined job description creates difficulties in establishing boundaries and more generally in ensuring accountability 
and responsibility. In contrast, a too tightly defined job description stifles creativity and flexibility (Wakefield et al., 
2009). However, general JDs without detail may lead to different interpretations of meaning in different contexts, such 
as in different industries with different work norms and values. Ducey (2002) focused on the health-care industry and 
mentioned that the most common and important aspect of a nursing aide’s job—talking to patients—is not included in 
the nursing aide job description. However, he added that health-care organizations deliver organizational goals, with 
health-care workers exceeding their job description to make sure work gets done and patients are cared for. This is the 
result of workers bringing beliefs and feelings to bear on their work that are part of the larger culture, and these beliefs 
may make it very difficult not to disregard the description in many situations, despite feelings of exploitation. Thus it 
seems that the employee’s interpretation and response to a vague JD is mostly affected by the existing power 
relationships, norms and values in the workplace.  
 
There may be various reasons for ambiguity in a JD. For example, a JD can sometimes be prepared by 
inexperienced employees. Furthermore, this ambiguity may also depend on organizational level, as executive or 
management level JDs will include more details (Martin, 2010). In addition, there may also be intentional ambiguity 
of a JD, as when a JD is completely clear, employees will only do what is in the description (Gehm, 1970).  
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2.2. Leadership 
Leadership has an extensive literature. According to Alvesson and Spicer (2012), the most dominant approaches to 
leadership in literature are functionalist and interpretative ones. The first tries to find links between leadership and 
other variables. In this approach, leadership may be an antecedent of a dependent variable. For example, Berson et al. 
(2001) found that the style of leaders determines the inspirational level of vision statements. Leadership and related 
variables can also be a consequence. For example, the delivery style of an organizational vision affects the leader’s 
perceived charisma and effectiveness (Awamleh and Gardner, 1999). This seems to be in parallel with the approaches 
named instrumental and scientific by Gunter (2001).  
 
The other currently dominant approach to leadership is the interpretative approach. This endeavors to shed light on 
meaning and make a process of leadership (Alvesson and Spicer, 2012). For example, Shamir et al. (2005: 19) 
categorize their study as an interpretative one for the reasons given below:  
 
 …The method is therefore interpretative in two senses, in the sense that the 
story itself represents an interpretation of narrators’ experiences and in the 
sense that the researcher uncovers and articulates the meaning systems 
embedded in the story.  
 
Finally, another approach to leadership is the critical one. According to Gunter (2001: 95), the main aim of this 
approach is “to reveal and emancipate leaders and followers from social injustice and the oppression of established 
power structures”. A critical stance often approaches the phenomenon of leadership from a negative aspect.  
 
This study adopts a critical stance to ambiguities in job descriptions in an administrative department of a public 
university. In this context, it could be expected that the approach of this study to leadership would also be critical. 
However, this study suggests that organizational leaders may play an important role in decreasing hegemony in 
organizations. Therefore, it can be said that this study adopts a hybrid approach to leadership, combining functionalist 
(instrumental-scientific) and interpretative (humanistic) approaches.    
 
2.3. Critical Approaches to HRM 
The concept of “Critical Management Studies (CMS)” was seen first in the title of a book edited by Alvesson and 
Willmott. Today, the studies of Alvesson and Willmott (1992) and Grey and Willmott (2005) are accepted as seminal 
texts. CMS is built on three interrelated essential propositions (Taskin and Willmott, 2008 cited from Fournier and 
Grey, 2000): De-naturalisation, anti-performativity and reflexivity. De-naturalisation is related with the questioning of 
some practices and behaviors in organizational contexts which have become taken for granted or naturalized. In this 
way, it may be possible for dominant actors in organizations to emancipate oppressed groups. In addition, according to 
the orthodox management approach, the main task of management is to organize production factors in a way that 
guarantees maximum efficiency and profits. During these efforts, instrumentalization of almost everything is accepted 
as legitimate. CMS endeavors to increase the understanding and questioning of people about management of people. 
Finally, reflexivity aims to raise awareness about the conditions in which some meanings are attributed as key terms 
and these meanings become dominant (Taskin and Willmott, 2008).  
 
CMS has contributed to many fields both inside and outside management. For example, mainstream strategic 
management discourse largely serves the interests of top management in organizations by masking reality. According 
to this discourse, managers are a unique class who can deal with the problems of organizations. Through this 
discourse, top managers legitimize inequalities in terms of wages and so on between them and employees in other 
layers (Knights and Morgan, 1991, 1995).  
 
In a similar vein, there are some studies in human resources management field which have benefited from CMS. 
For example, Townley (1994) indicated how neutral organizational arrangements and techniques associated with state-
of-the-art HRM may be understood as part of the workings of power and ideology. Deetz (2003) focused on the 
politics of person/personal structured around Foucault’s conception of ‘disciplinary’ power in relation to the theory 
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and practice of human resource management. As mentioned above, there are some studies in literature which link 
CMS and HRM. However, as far as is known, this study is one of the few studies which associates CMS with JDs in 
particular.  
 
3. Methodology 
3.1. Research Goal 
The first aim of this study was to show that ambiguities in job descriptions can be manipulated by some individuals 
and/or groups in an organization. A secondary objective was to discuss and attract attentions to the important role of 
organizational leaders in decreasing hegemonic relationships in their organizations.  
3.2. Context 
This study is based on a change project implemented in a Turkish public university, which is one of the most 
prestigious universities of Turkey, with approximately 45,000 students and 11 faculties of agriculture, art and 
sciences, business, economics and administrative sciences, education, engineering, fine arts, law, medicine, theology 
and veterinary. With the last change of university administration, some radical and revolutionary change projects were 
launched.   
 
In one of these projects, following various demands continuously coming from different stakeholders, the 
university felt the need to organize processes to increase quality and speed and decrease costs. Therefore, the 
rectorship of the university launched the re-organization project, under the sub-headings of “lean organization” and 
“process management” in February 2013 with a team of five academicians from the three different faculties of 
business, economics and administrative sciences and engineering. Since it was accepted as one of the most 
problematical departments, the “Construction Jobs and Technical Head of Department” of this university was chosen 
as the pilot department for this project. The department had approximately 200 personnel. First, the team prepared an 
implementation plan, then to understand the roots of the department problems interviews were conducted and 
documents examined.    
 
3.3. Data and Sampling 
In this study, it was aimed to understand how a dominant group (engineers) in an administrative department of a 
public university used ambiguities in job definitions in favor of themselves. With this aim, 35 semi-structured 
interviews were conducted with personnel (total 1466 minutes). The duration of the interviews varied between 15 and 
80 minutes. Of the total participants, 91% were male with an average age of 45.11 years (range, 21- 56 years) and 
tenure varying from 2 months to 29 years. Before the interviews, an interview form was prepared and pilot-tested. 
Finally, since the answers given to the questions were being repeated, the researchers concluded that they had reached 
saturation point with 35 interviews and the interview process was terminated.  
 
3.4. Reliability and Validity 
To increase validity and reliability, various tactics were applied, such as probes and alternative questions added into 
the interview form. In addition, at the beginning of the interviews, anonymity and confidentiality were guaranteed to 
the participants. All interviews were conducted by at least two researchers. Any ambiguities in the meanings of 
answers were clarified with the help of the respondents (Boddy, 2005; Fielding, 1993; King, 1994; Patton, 2002; 
Yıldırım and Şimşek, 2005).  
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4. Findings 
The findings showed that there were some ambiguities in the JDs. For example,  
 
There is no job which we don’t do. We do jobs which beyond the scope of construction jobs 
and technical head of department. For example, if there is a problem in a roof, we go there 
to resolve it, or if a drain is blocked with leaves, we clean it. The related department should 
clean it but we often do this.  
 
First, there are some problems in the organization structure here. There should be an 
organization chart. Offices and sub-departments should be created but there is no 
organization like that. Job descriptions are inadequate.  
 
Our department is not a producer, it is a mechanical repair unit. However, we perform some 
tasks associated with production. For example, I have made complete installations. I think 
there are some ambiguities in our job descriptions.  
 
There is no a written job definition. It was stated verbally. Sometimes we attach structures to 
the road, which doesn’t seem like our job.   
 
Some technicians and particularly engineers stated that they did not know the reasons behind this ambiguity. For 
example, a mechanical technician stated that:  
 
I think if there were a detailed and clear job definition, it would be better. I don’t know the 
reason. I’m not sure about whether it is in my job description or not. 
  
However, according to some technicians, these ambiguities are not accidental. For instance an electrical technician 
expressed the statements below:  
 
In my opinion, these open-ended statements in the job descriptions are used consciously. 
Statements like that are in my job descriptions as well.   
 
According to technicians who think that these ambiguities are not coincidental, the reason for these ambiguities is 
clear and these ambiguities in JDs were used by the dominant group (engineers) in favour of themselves. They 
offloaded unwanted tasks onto technicians. Two construction technicians stated:  
 
The calculation of approximate costs should be done by engineers. However, we do it and 
often go to audits for major repairs. The accounting books of building sites are  our 
responsibility.  
 
Hard-working employees do all the jobs in this department. There is no problem for lazy 
individuals. In addition, there is no productive architect or civil engineer. When a task 
comes along, the engineers or architects do not take charge. I finish every phase of a job 
and the engineers or architects only sign for it. If the results are good, they take the credit 
but if there are any problems, the technicians are blamed. All jobs are done by the 
technicians in this department. The engineers and architects should take on the 
responsibilities of their positions but they don’t. Therefore, salaries are unfair in this 
department.   
 
Even worse, these ambiguities seemed to be partially naturalized by some technicians. For example,  
 
Job descriptions cannot be clear. When they are clear, you can’t make employees do 
something.  
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There are some ambiguities in our job descriptions….If you define everything, some tasks 
are not assigned to anybody. You should organize tasks in a way that there is no unassigned 
task in your organization. All tasks are the university’s tasks. Therefore, they have to be 
done somehow. 
 
5. Conclusion 
The primary aim was to understand the reasons for ambiguities in JDs. Another aim was to emancipate the 
oppressed group and mitigate domination as far as possible. To this end, interviews were conducted and according to 
the findings, JDs seem to be kept ambiguous intentionally. Through this study, emancipation of some technicians was 
partially achieved at least at a cognitive level.      
 
Another aim of this study was to discuss the important role of organizational leaders in decreasing oppression in 
their organizations. According to the researchers of this study, organizational leaders should collect information about 
their organizations and recognize the hegemonic relationships between different groups. Effective leaders, through 
their position in the organization, can prevent this tyranny.   
 
As in every study, there were some limitations to this research, primarily that the number of interviews could have 
been increased. However, this study also has some original features as there are many studies in HRM literature which 
focus on JDs in organization, but, as far as we know, there are only a few studies which link ambiguities in JDs with 
critical management thinking. In addition, the researchers added a new variable into this equation: leadership.  
 
This field of study seems to present some opportunities for future studies. For example, researchers can examine 
which style of leadership is more effective in decreasing oppression in organizations. Another important question is 
that of what are the functions of the use of rhetoric by leaders in a hegemonic context.  
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